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ABSTRACT 
This study examines the effectiveness of utilizing self-assessment activities in English 
discussion classes, specifically exploring their interaction with the assessment provided by the 
instructor. Self-assessment activities are an effective means of communicating instructional 
objectives to learners and promoting autonomous learning within the classroom. However, as 
such activities are typically utilized in concert with instructor-assessment, their efficacy must be 
examined in the context of this dynamic, symbiotic relationship. The self-assessment data of 54 
freshmen university students was collected and analyzed in comparison to the assessments 
provided by the instructor. The results show significant differences between instructor- and 
learner-assessments. Assessment congruence did not significantly vary over time, as learners 
increased their familiarity with self-assessment activities, nor did the focus of assessment 
substantially impact congruence. While self-assessment can be a useful complement to 
instructional feedback, questions remain regarding the most effective means of implementing 
autonomous learning strategies in the foreign language classroom. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The notion that learners should be autonomous is hardly contentious in SLA literature. As 
Littlewood (1999) states, if defined as “involving students’ capacity to use their learning 
independently of teachers, then autonomy would appear to be an incontrovertible goal for 
learners everywhere, since it is obvious that no students, anywhere, will have their teachers to 
accompany them throughout life” (p. 73). More debatable, from the instructor’s perspective is 
the manner in which such autonomy should manifest itself, and the specific role that ought to be 
taken by learners, inside and outside the classroom, in guiding and controlling their own learning. 
Institutional, logistical, and practical constraints may limit the ability of instructors to implement 
a dialogical approach involving learners in decisions regarding the effective planning, pacing, 
and evaluating of classroom tasks and curriculum design (Cotterall, 1995). Learners themselves 
may be unaccustomed, or unwilling, to take on the more autonomous role expected by 
instructors. 
Various approaches have been employed by instructors and learners to foster more 
autonomous learning. Self-access centers have been utilized in various teaching contexts, both as 
an optional service available to learners, and as an integrated and/or mandatory part of the 
teaching curriculum (Aston, 1993; Banton, 1992; Barnett & Jordan, 1991; Sturtridge, 1997). 
While the quick availability of a multitude of resources offers the potential for learners to 
complement classroom lessons with autonomous, self-directed study, the challenges of 
effectively navigating and utilizing resources, as well as issues of motivation and the difficulty 
of selecting appropriately challenging materials, may limit their benefits for language learners. 
Similarly, computer assisted language learning has received recent attention due to its potential 
to offer learners near limitless level-appropriate language materials, coupled with the guidance 
and feedback absent in many self-access centers (Levy, 2009; O’Rourke & Schwienhorst, 2003; 
Taylor, 2014). Such resources continue to improve and proliferate, and while the depth of 
feedback offered by such services may be minimal or challenging for learners to act upon, they 
offer a means for learners to improve their linguistic proficiency relatively independent of the 
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instructor. Other approaches to fostering learner autonomy focus upon introducing learners to the 
kinds of skills and strategies they can utilize to guide they own learning more effectively 
(Bialystok, 1981; McDonough, 1999; Skehan, 1991). This may include the use of 
self-assessment activities in which students are trained to assess their own proficiency and 
performance (Jafarpur & Yamini, 1995; Rivers, 2001; Smolen, Newman, Wathen & Lee, 1995) 
as well as goal-setting activities where learners select specific goals in order to more effectively 
guide independent language learning (Griffee & Templin, 1998; Moeller, Theiler & Wu, 2012; 
Saint- Léger, 2009). 
The focus of this study will be upon ways in which autonomous learning can be fostered 
within the classroom, specifically in directing learners towards using self-assessment activities 
to more effectively manage their own language learning. Specifically, the relationship between 
self-assessment and goal-setting, as well as the degree to which the assessments of learners 
mirror those of the instructor will be examined in the context of English discussion classes. 
While fostering autonomous learning remains a fluid, imperfect, dynamic process, this study will 
examine the degree to which autonomous learning strategies can complement the role of the 
instructor and contribute to a more effective learning environment. 
 
REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE 
Various studies have examined the use of self-assessment and goal-setting activities, generally 
focusing upon their validity, effectiveness, and the response of learners to such activities. 
Saint-Léger (2009) found that only learners’ assessment of their participation improved over a 
semester, while no significant differences were found in their assessment of fluency, vocabulary 
and general speaking skills. Whether this was due to the increasingly difficult language and 
content of later lessons, or the inaccuracy of learner assessment may warrant further research 
and discussion, but is indicative of the challenge for learners to provide extended, in-depth 
assessment of their performance. Conversely, a longitudinal study examining the implementation 
of LinguaFolio in Nebraskan high schools found that, over the course of four years, student 
self-assessments, linked explicitly to goal setting, improved over time and correlated positively 
with increased academic achievement (Moeller, Theiler & Wu, 2012). The specific and 
actionable goal-setting plans students were asked to design, as well as the four-year time frame 
of the study, may be one factor underlying the contrast with Saint-Léger’s study. Butler and Lee 
(2010) found that self-assessment activities did not correlate significantly with increased student 
performance at an elementary school in Korea. The authors note that various factors, such as the 
young age of the subjects, as well as the additional English lessons more affluent students 
received in addition to public school instruction, may have impacted the results. Research 
investigating the validity of self-assessment activities offers similarly mixed results. A study 
comparing the self-assessments of eighth grade French immersion students to their scores on 
several skills-based tests found relatively weak correlations (Peirce, Swain & Hart, 1999). 
However, in another study examining the self-, peer-, and teacher-assessments of adult learners’ 
presentation skills utilizing a standardized rubric, Patri (2002) found significant correlations 
between the three forms of assessment, particularly between peer- and teacher-assessment. As 
learners attended a two-hour training session prior to the four-lesson experimental period, the 
relatively strong correlations arguably demonstrate the importance of providing learners with 
appropriate training to increase the validity of their assessments.  
Although autonomy is generally perceived to be an important aim, the specific manner in 
which learners believe autonomy ought to be fostered and implemented in the classroom remains 
ambiguous. A study of Spanish university students enrolled in an intermediate English course 
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suggests that while learners responded positively to the principle of learner autonomy, most still 
believed instructors should continue to independently set course objectives, select materials, and 
assess performance (Breeze, 2002). Similarly, students enrolled in a Japanese language course at 
an American university participating in a self-assessment and goal-setting project gave only a 
marginally positive response to the project, disagreeing on the extent to which it was more 
helpful in addressing their needs than a standard curriculum (Kato, 2009). Instructors also may 
express a mixed response to implementing an autonomous learning curriculum. Borg and 
Al-Busaidi (2012) found that while most instructors at a learning center in Oman expressed a 
desire to promote learner autonomy, a similar number cited practical considerations, such as 
institutional constraints, learner expectations, and curriculum requirements as impediments to 
developing such a program. However, the response of the researchers, which included training 
sessions and meetings with instructors demonstrate that while undertaking to develop such a 
program may necessitate a considerable investment of time and resources, instructors generally 
support efforts to increase learner autonomy. 
 
SELF-ASSESSMENT ACTIVITIES IN ENGLISH DISCUSSION CLASSES 
In the context of the English discussion classes held at Rikkyo University, which aim to improve 
learners’ communicative ability and fluency through small group discussions, self-assessment 
activities are one means of clarifying the specific communicative skills that constitute the focus 
of individual lessons. As the program’s aim of improving discussion skills differs 
paradigmatically from the grammar and vocabulary-focused lessons with which most Japanese 
learners are familiar, lesson aims may appear vague and unclear to students. Self-assessment 
activities, based upon the goals and instructional objectives of discussion classes, can provide 
learners with a set of criteria with which to evaluate and analyze their performance, and raise 
awareness of the specific skills which contribute to effective participation in a discussion (Singh, 
2014). Utilized in tandem with actionable goal-setting activities based explicitly on students’ 
assessment of their strengths and weakness, such activities can allow students the opportunity to 
take greater responsibility over their own progress as language learners. 
However, whether such assessments are valid, useful, and complementary to the feedback 
provided by the instructor remains an issue deserving of further consideration and study. While 
such assessment is formative in nature, and aims to provide individual learners with 
opportunities to improve future performance, the degree to which it is reinforced, questioned, or 
contradicted by the feedback provided the instructor warrants examination. This study aims to 
further analyze this subject, specifically by exploring the following research questions: 
 
1. To what degree do individual students select the same strengths and weaknesses as 
instructors when assessing their own performance? Are these assessments in agreement 
greater than 60% of the time? 
2. Are students and instructors more likely to concur when assessing strengths or assessing 
weaknesses? 
3. Does this level of agreement vary over time? More specifically, are students, in classes 
held later in the semester, having become more familiar and accustomed to 
self-assessment, significantly more likely to assess their performance in a manner 
similar to the instructor? 
 
Principally, this study seeks to further explore the relationship between self-assessment 
activities and the formative assessment provided by instructors. While instructors may seek to 
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promote autonomous learning activities in the classroom, the manner in which such activities are 
incorporated and utilized by language learners remains dependent on the symbiotic interaction 
between instructors and individual students. Investigating this relationship is one means of better 
understanding the ways in which individual learners engage with self-assessment activities. 
 
PARTICIPANTS 
Participants for this study were 54 freshmen students enrolled in a mandatory English discussion 
course at Rikkyo University. All students had TOEIC scores ranging from 310-650 and were in 
10 Level Two or Three classes, i.e., mid-level classes. Twenty-three participants were male, and 
thirty-one were female. All students typically were between the ages of 18 and 20. Each class 
had a maximum of 8 students, except for one class with 9 students. Generally, all participants 
graduated from a Japanese high school and therefore had studied English for 6 years, primarily 
focusing on grammar and vocabulary. All students will have studied one previous English 
discussion class in the Spring semester, typically with another instructor, as this study examines 
the performance of students in the 2014 Fall semester. 
 
DESIGN & PROCEDURE 
Following participation in two extended discussions in each lesson’s final 45-minutes, students 
were asked to complete a self-assessment activity in which they evaluated their performance 
with reference to a set of functions and communication skills based on the instructional 
objectives of each lesson (See Appendix A). Specifically, students would approximate the 
number of times they utilized each function or communication skill in the preceding discussion. 
Following the first discussion, students also selected two strengths, and one weakness, 
constituting a goal for the second discussion. After reading these statements of strengths and 
weaknesses to their peers, students received feedback from the instructor, based on their 
performance in the preceding discussion. Feedback, also consisting of two strengths and one 
weakness, was directed at each small group. At the end of lessons four, eight, and twelve, 
students’ self-assessment sheets were collected by the instructor. Students were notified that 
these self-assessments would not impact class grades, nor be analyzed by the instructor until the 
completion of the course. Only students who were present in all of lessons four, eight, and 
twelve had their data included for this study. Also, any student with data that was missing, 
illegible, or incorrectly completed was excluded from this study. 
Students’ self-assessment sheets were analyzed in reference to the above three research 
questions. To examine the level of agreement between students’ self-assessments and the 
assessments provided by the instructor, students’ self-assessment sheets were analyzed for 
congruence in relation to the feedback provided by the instructor. As students selected two 
strengths and one weakness, the maximum level of agreement in each session was 100% (3 
matches) and the minimum was 0% (0 matches). 
To examine differences in agreement between students’ assessment of their strengths and 
weaknesses, the above data was divided and analyzed for statistical significance using a paired 
samples t-test. To examine whether congruence between instructor- and student-assessments 
varied over time, a paired samples t-test was also conducted comparing whether there were 
significant differences in the level of agreement between lessons four and twelve. The data were 
submitted to the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) with the alpha level set 
at .05. 
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RESULTS 
Three statistical tests were conducted examining the level of agreement between instructor- and 
student-assessment. To measure the overall level of agreement between instructor- and student 
assessment, the mean number of total matches were calculated, divided into a percentage, and 
submitted to a one-sample t-test. A test value of 0.60 (60%) was set to examine whether 
instructor- and student-assessment differed significantly. The sample mean of congruence of 
0.44 (SD = 0.19) was significantly different from 0.60, t(53) = -6.22, p < .01 (Table 1). The 
effect size d of -0.85 indicates a large effect, and significant differences between 
instructor-assessments and student-assessments, which were in congruence approximately 44% 
of the time (see Figure 1). 
 
 
Figure 1. Histogram of overall level of agreement. 
 
To examine whether instructor- and student-assessments of strengths and of weaknesses differed 
significantly, a paired-samples t-test was conducted to compare overall congruence of strengths 
and weaknesses. To adjust for multiple comparisons, and reduce the likelihood of Type 1 error, a 
Bonferonni correction was applied and the level of significance was adjusted to .025. The results 
of the test were not significant, t(53) = 1.12, p = .27 (Tables 2 and 3). This indicates that no 
significant differences were found in the level of congruence between instructor- and 
student-assessments of strengths and weaknesses (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Comparison of assessments of strengths and weaknesses. 
 
A second paired samples t-test was conducted to examine whether the congruence of instructor 
and student-assessments differed over time, by comparing differences in the level of agreement 
of lesson four and lesson twelve scores. An additional Bonferroni correction was applied, and 
the level of significance was adjusted to .0125. The results of the test were not significant, t(53) 
= -0.697, p = .49 (Tables 4 and 5). The results indicate that the level of agreement between 
instructor- and student-assessments did not differ significantly over time (see Figure 3). 
 
 
Figure 3. Changes in level of agreement between Lessons 4 and 12 
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Table 1. One-Sample t-Test of Congruence Between Instructor- and Student-Assessments 
 
Test Value = 0.6 
M SD SEM t df p MD 
95% CI of the Difference 
LL UL 
0.44 0.19 0.03 -6.22 53 .00 -0.16 -0.21 -0.11 
 
Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of Congruence in Strengths and Weaknesses 
 
 N M SD SEM 
Strengths 54 0.45 0.21 0.03 
Weaknesses 54 0.41 0.29 0.04 
 
Table 3. Paired Samples t-Test of Difference in Assessments of Strengths and Weaknesses 
 
Paired Differences (Strengths – Weaknesses) 
MD SD SEM t df p 
95% CI of the Difference 
LL UL 
0.05 0.30 0.04 1.12 53 .27 -0.04 0.13 
 
Table 4. Descriptive Statistics of Congruence in Lesson 4 and Lesson 12 
 
 N M SD SEM 
Lesson 4 54 1.41 0.86 0.12 
Lesson 12 54 1.50 0.84 0.11 
 
Table 5. Paired Samples t-Test of Difference in Assessments of Lessons 12 and 4 
 
Paired Differences (Lesson 12-Lesson 4) 
MD SD SEM t df p 
95% CI of the Difference 
LL UL 
0.09 0.98 0.13 0.70 53 .49 -0.17 0.36 
 
DISCUSSION 
The above results offer several implications for the effective use of self-assessment activities. 
The 44% level of agreement between instructor- and student-assessment indicates that, while 
there is substantial overlap between the assessments, the differences that exist are significant, 
and potentially capable of affecting the manner in which assessment is utilized by learners. 
Various factors may account for these disagreements. As feedback was delivered to small groups, 
such differences may primarily represent distinctions between individual learners and the 
limitations of providing relevant feedback to small groups and entire classes. Whether feedback 
offered by the instructor is more, or less, beneficial to learners than the individualized feedback 
provided through self-assessment activities is a matter of some contention amongst learners 
(Singh, 2014). However, such disagreement may potentially be beneficial when generalized 
instructional feedback fails to adequately address issues of relevance to individual learners. In 
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circumstances in which the differences in individual learner performance are substantial, or 
where providing personalized feedback to learners is especially challenging, self-assessment 
may be one means of ensuring that learners receive feedback that remains meaningful and useful, 
addressing specific, individual needs. 
Disagreement in assessment may also be reflective of the varying perceptions of 
importance learners assign to individual communicative skills. While based upon a lesson’s 
instructional objectives, self-assessment activities do not typically provide an in-depth 
explanation of the relative level of importance assigned by instructors, and the program more 
broadly, to such skills. Instructors may, for instance, allocate greater attention to the successful 
acquisition of recently introduced communicative skills, consequently devoting less focus to 
previously introduced skills. Learners, unaware of this implicit hierarchy of instructional 
objectives may assign equal weight to all skills, or grant specific skills greater importance in 
comparison to the instructor. Although such a distinction may at times result in contrasts with the 
instructor’s specific aims, it offers learners a greater opportunity to autonomously direct their 
language learning, most notably by selecting goals of individual importance and relevance. 
In a questionnaire published in Singh (2014), students expressed much greater 
apprehension regarding the selection of strengths in comparison to the selection of weaknesses. 
This disparity may reflect students’ tendency to regard weaknesses as the mere failure to utilize a 
communicative skill, but strengths as the superior use of a skill, a criterion learners may view as 
more challenging to interpret. However, to the extent that this finding of no significant 
differences in the level of agreement between instructor- and student-assessments of strengths 
and weaknesses is in some measure supportive of the validity of such assessments, student 
apprehension specifically regarding the selection of strengths may be somewhat unfounded. 
Although further research is required to investigate the cause of such disparate levels of 
confidence, as well as to investigate the validity of specific assessment choices, there is no 
indication from the data analyzed in this study that such apprehension is warranted. 
While various studies examining self-assessment have provided learners with extensive 
training sessions (see Moeller, Theiler & Wu, 2012; Patri, 2002), this study instead examined 
whether increasing learner familiarity with self-assessment activities and instructional feedback 
led to differing levels of agreement. That significant differences were not found in congruence at 
different points in the semester indicates that the level of agreement between instructor- and 
student-assessment is not substantially impacted by familiarity with self-assessment tasks. One 
factor potentially underlying this relationship may be the complexity of the task itself. The load 
placed upon learners to effectively complete self-assessment activities was relatively minor, 
consisting centrally of the selection of strengths and weaknesses. Although self-assessment 
training may be appropriate in specific teaching contexts where tasks of increased complexity 
and length are utilized, it does not appear to be imperative for the successful implementation of 
simpler, more focused self-assessment activities. 
 
CONCLUSION 
The effectiveness of self-assessment ultimately depends on the manner in which learners utilize 
such activities in concert with instructional feedback. In circumstances where considerable 
contrast exists between the two forms of assessment, students may question which form of 
feedback is most relevant in addressing their individual language learning needs, and whether 
their own assessments are accurate and useful. While such differences may be demonstrative of 
learners exercising autonomy, providing students with guidance on how to address such 
disagreements can assist in increasing the effectiveness of self-assessment. Presenting both 
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forms of assessment as formative ways of examining learner performance reminds students that 
the central role of classroom assessment is improved future performance. As such feedback aims 
to improve future outcomes, learners should be granted responsibility to independently make use 
of instructor- and student-assessments, cognizant of the value of both forms of assessment. 
While this study centered upon examination of the congruence between instructor- and 
student-assessment, future studies may wish to address questions regarding the validity of such 
assessments, specifically comparing learner performance to student self-assessment. This may 
contribute to further understanding the existing disagreement between different forms of 
assessment. Researchers may also wish to examine larger numbers of instructors, as well as 
students in other teaching contexts, in order to more broadly understand the factors underlying 
effective utilization of self-assessment activities. Further understanding the interactional 
relationship between instructors and learners can help contribute to the successful 
implementation of autonomous learning strategies, and can be one means of aiding learners in 
attaining language goals. Self-assessment is one manner of prompting learners to more directly 
take responsibility for such outcomes, and thereby manage their own independent language 
learning. 
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APPENDIX - Self-Assessment Activity for Lesson 4 
 
Functions and Communication Skills Discussion 1 Discussion 2 
Balancing Your Opinion (One advantage/disadvantage is (that)… Another advantage/disadvantage is…) 
0  1  2  
3+ 
0  1  2  
3+ 
Asking to Balance Opinions (What are the advantages (of…)?  Are there any (other) disadvantages?) 
0  1  2  
3+ 
0  1  2  
3+ 
Checking if Everyone’s Finished (Does anyone want to add something? / have any other ideas?) 
0  1  2  
3+ 
0  1  2  
3+ 
Changing Topics (What shall we discuss first / next? Why don’t we discuss <TOPIC>?) 
0  1  2  
3+ 
0  1  2  
3+ 
Checking Understanding (Do you understand/follow me? Sorry I don’t follow you... Can you explain?) 
0  1  2  
3+ 
0  1  2  
3+ 
Follow-up Questions (What..? Why..? Where..? Who..? When…? Are…? How..? Do..? Have..? ) 
0  1  2  
3+ 
0  1  2  
3+ 
Agree  (I totally agree…  I think you’re right…  I partly agree…) 
0  1  2  
3+ 
0  1  2  
3+ 
Disagree  (I’m sorry, but I disagree…  I don’t think so…  I see your point, but…) 
0  1  2  
3+ 
0  1  2  
3+ 
I did a good job using ______________________and ______________________. 
 
My goal for the next discussion is to use ___________________  more. 
 
GOAL 
